The timing of songs during vocal interactions in male passerines is an important component in territorial signalling as it can reflect information on the singer's state or possibly its quality. Using interactive playback, I investigated effects of song alternation and song overlapping on the nocturnal singing behaviour of nightingales, Luscinia megarhynchos. Subjects timed their songs differently depending on whether the playback songs overlapped their songs or alternated with them. During overlapping treatments, subjects sang at higher rates and interrupted more songs than during alternating treatments. In addition, during alternating treatments subjects sang at higher rates when they had been exposed to the overlapping treatment than when the alternating treatment was the first treatment they had received. These latter responses indicate that timing of songs is not just an immediate effect such as to avoid signal masking but that prior experience with a rival influences the way an individual uses its song. The results thus suggest that not only song overlapping but also the timing of songs during alternating singing carries important information. Individual differences in response suggest further that state (e.g. arousal or motivation) or possibly quality of a territorial male is important for decisions on how it responds vocally.
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Male territorial songbirds use their song extensively to interact at long range with conspecific rivals. Use of songs during such interactions can reveal differences in state, such as differences in arousal or motivation, or possibly differences in quality between the interacting individuals (e.g. Kroodsma 1979; Todt 1981; Hultsch & Todt 1982; Kramer & Lemon 1983; Schroeder & Wiley 1983; Nielsen & Vehrencamp 1995; Dabelsteen et al. 1996 Dabelsteen et al. , 1997 Todt & Naguib, in press ). Such differences can be apparent in choice of song patterns or in the timing of songs with regard to the songs of the counterpart. Singers can alternate their songs with those of a conspecific or they can start a song before the counterpart's song has terminated, thus overlapping it. There is accumulating evidence that song overlapping is used as an agonistic signal (Todt 1981; Hultsch & Todt 1982; Wolffgramm & Todt 1982; Brindley 1991; Dabelsteen et al. 1996 Dabelsteen et al. , 1997 Naguib & Todt 1997; Todt & Naguib, in press ). The timing of songs during song alternation might also carry important information on the state of a singer. For instance, singers that start songs with short latencies after the counterpart's song might be more threatened (Smith & Norman 1979; Popp 1989; McGregor et al. 1992; Naguib et al. 1999) . In general, any such specificity in the timing of songs with respect to those of another singer is also a means to address a rival.
For nightingales, Luscinia megarhynchos, three different singing strategies during nocturnal interactions have been described (Hultsch & Todt 1982) . Singers may alternate songs by starting more songs then expected during the silent intersong intervals of their counterpart (inserters), they may start more songs during the songs of their counterpart (overlappers), or they may do neither (autonomous singers). Hultsch & Todt (1982) suggested that the different roles taken by the singers during natural interactions reflected differences in their state or social status. These roles during nocturnal interactions between neighbours were also reflected in how these singers responded to playback that simulated a stranger. Overlappers and inserters continued to sing during playback simulating a rival singing at low and medium rates, but stopped singing when songs were played at high rates. In contrast, autonomous singers continued to sing at high rates regardless of playback treatment. The different singing strategies between neighbours and the associated differences in response to playback suggest that the timing of signals reflects not only the relative relations between two familiar singers (e.g. Naguib & Todt 1998) but also more
